The changing skill mix in nursing: considerations for and against different levels of nurse.
To investigate the current literature to gain an understanding of skill mix, why it is being manipulated and how it affects patient care and health-care costs. Due to workforce shortages, economic constraints and increasing patient acuity, employers are looking at methods of providing patient care whilst maintaining costs. Registered nurses make up a large percentage of the health-care budget. The manipulation of skill mix (i.e. the percentage of registered nurses available for patient care) is seen as one method of managing the increasing cost whilst still ensuring patient care. Research literature was used to determine the current use of skill mix and its impact on patient care and health-care costs. The use of a higher proportion of registered nurses is associated with better health outcomes, shorter length of stay and reduced patient morbidity. Economic savings from substituting registered nurses with other health professionals may be offset by increased patient length of stay in hospital and increased patient mortality. When evaluating nursing skill mix, a higher percentage of registered nurses may result in health-care facility cost savings by providing a shorter length of stay and decreased patient complications.